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Abstract   In this chapter, the two authors present some reflections upon their ex-
periences in terms of research and teaching in the anthropological fieldwork. Both 
the authors experimented with different formats of academic labs to question tradi-
tional dichotomic boundaries: students vs. professors, academia vs. external world, 
and science vs. art.As such, this essay is a theoretical assemblage composed of the 
different perspectival constructs from the two authors. Purposely, the exposition 
maintains a loosely tied structure and does not follow a typical academic format. 
The paper is, therefore, a juxtaposition of anthropological and philosophical con-
cepts and personal experiences - sometimes stitched together in a way that is not 
firmly definable or unequivocally comprehensible. In this sense, this essay works 
as an interstitial meander that - in an experiential and performative manner - aims 
at representing the wandering of the two authors and their continual exposition to 
the uncertainties (and the beauty) of ethnography. 
1. Aims 
This liminal essay will present the experiences of the two authors and their ethno-
graphic explorations in different geographic and socio-cultural contexts. In the work 
of both authors, research and teaching in the anthropological fieldwork expand be-
yond the borderlands of academia and follow a loosely tight format of labs. These 
labs are only partially tied to institutional research centres (e.g., a specific univer-
sity) and instead are distributed across multiple sites of activities. More than rigid 
organizational structures, these labs provide a platform to foster dialogue and con-
versation with a wide range of subjects - within and outside the university. Like a 
shape-shifting organism, these labs reconfigure their spatial articulations according 
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to the interactions with the external contexts. They live as protocols, ready to be 
replicated or instantiated somewhere else, ready to keep wandering and producing 
knowledge in form of juxtaposition, montage or syncretisms, ready to provide a way 
for more or less influential subjects to be part of the ethnographic dialogues. 
These labs can take the form of a performance, or a co-design activity, or a stu-
dio-based teaching session. In the work of the two authors, these labs have wandered 
across Brazil, Italy, Sweden, Japan, US and – as ubiquitous ethnographies - worked 
as distributed platforms to stage encounters with the unknown and the desired.  
These labs have the fluid physiognomy of a moving constellation, where wan-
dering/wondering researchers elaborate a "multi-sited ethnography" (Marcus 1995) 
in order to connect a fragmented montage of ubiquitous cultures, expanded design 
and a mix of spaces-and-times. 
The scope of this chapter is, therefore, to offer some reflections on the processes 
and practices of setting up and running labs where anthropology and ethnography 
are performed and taught in an experimental way.  
2. The notion of the lab beyond academic boundaries 
A good number of recent writing investigated the epistemological borders and prac-
tices of knowledge production and saw academic and disciplinary boundaries as 
lines that can be selectively crossed in order to achieve a wider perspective and 
reach the multivocality and critical thinking needed to deal with the ambiguity and 
unpredictability of real-life problems (Galison and Stump 1996; Ziman 1996; 
Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2001; Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008). Specifi-
cally referring to the fields of sustainability and urban planning, in a recent paper 
Bettencourt and West argued: “To combat the multiple threats facing humanity, a 
'grand unified theory of sustainability' with cities and urbanization at its core must 
be developed. Such an ambitious programme requires major international commit-
ment and dedicated transdisciplinary collaboration across science, economics and 
technology, including business leaders and practitioners, such as planners and de-
signers” (Bettencourt and West 2010, 912). The potential of this complex array of 
intersecting collaborations has also been investigated by science and technology 
studies (STS) that examined how scientific production is highly affected by social, 
political, cultural, technological contexts and in turn how scientific production (and 
its disciplinary composition) influences society, politics and culture (Latour and 
Woolgar 1979; Knorr-Cetina 1983; Latour 1987; Bauchspies, Croissant, and Res-
tivo 2006).  
Another classic (and controversial) book reflected upon the academic bounda-
ries presenting the notion of 'Mode-2' scientific production (Gibbons et al. 1994). 
Mode-2 has been proposed as a new form of knowledge production that emerged in 
the late 20th Century in which the 'context of application' is a crucial component of 
knowledge production processes and practices. Traditional research (defined as 
Mode-1 knowledge production) is internally initiated in academic contexts by re-
searchers and is carried out within disciplinary borders. On the contrary, Mode-2 
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knowledge production is context driven and involves multidisciplinary teams 
brought together to respond to real-world problems and challenges (Gibbons et al. 
1994; Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2001).  
Some of the approaches presented above - in particular the notions of Mode-1 
and Mode-2 - have been criticized by several scholars, for example for not confront-
ing problems of gender and colonialism adequately and therefore for representing 
only a limited number of viewpoints (Harding 2008).  
This essay presents a reflection on how some ethnographic approaches - what 
we call ubiquitous ethnographies - offer methods of knowledge production that 
cross the boundaries of academia and that are potentially open to ignite and sustain 
a multiplicity of points of view.   
In the next paragraphs, the two authors will present a constellation of theoretical 
concepts intertwined with an account of their ethnographic practice as educators 
and designers. The next two paragraphs will be written in first person, using the 
point of view of each author, whilst the conclusions will switch to a plural perspec-
tive, where the two authors - together - will present their final remarks. 
3. Ubiquitous ethnographies-in-practice  
(by Massimo Canevacci) 
“I’d like to explore the experience of late style that involves a nonharmonious, nonserene 
tension, and above all, a sort of deliberately unproductive productiveness.” Edward 
Said 2006, p. 7 
3.1 Introduction 
This paragraph will present my ubiquitous ethnography project based on an aston-
ished methodology applied to performative processes, design activities and dislo-
cated teaching platforms. In my work, some sensorial concepts are designing a mov-
ing constellation shaped across self-representation, exact imagination, ubiquitous 
subject, digital cultures, communicational metropolis, syncretic composition, au-
ratic reproducibilities, performative consumers, wondering arts and wandering 
identities. My aim is to question histories and cultures, rituals and innovation, re-
searching the present(s) and performing some potential futures. 
The ubiquitous ethnography will try to assimilate the Edward Said’s exile expe-
rience that configures “nonessentialist forms of cultural politics” (2006) and applies 
such nonessentialist forms to cultural artefacts and to a wandering constellation that 
performs a collateral sense of emotional experiences on visual arts. The ubiquitous 
ethnographer performs the exiled movements of visual arts and design as experi-
enced by a wandering subject. This is why every single subject – professor, student 
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or researcher - who enters inside this ubiquitous and wandering ethnography has to 
live the experience of the exile, i.e. to transform himself/herself into a diasporic 
individuality or, better, into a syncretic multividual. 
Every wandering subject who wants to practice this ubiquitous ethnography has 
to live the astonished experience of a dissonant polyphony, i.e. transform him-
self/herself into a ubiquitous performer. This processual composition has the phys-
iognomy of a moving constellation, where wandering/wondering researchers are 
elaborating exact imaginations through a connection of fragmented montage of fa-
miliar, as well as stranger cultures, experience design and an uncanny mix of spaces-
and-times. 
The expanded design of my moving constellation presented in Figure 1 is cen-
tred around a picture of Pluto. Until recently, Pluto was considered a planet belong-
ing to the solar system, but at a certain time scientists understood they made a mis-
take1, a fatal mistake.  What - or Who - is Pluto? For me, it/he represents the crisis 
of classical taxonomies and the challenge of investigating how it will be possible to 
re-define Pluto as a contemporary manifestation in the form of a visual representa-
tion: A Plutonic Design. Pluto represents my wandering and shifting Lab and I will 
try to perform its (or his) undisciplined movement. Pluto is an allegory and, in the 
same irregular physiognomy, an empirical project. Now, the Plutonic design project 
will present eight pragmatic concepts and five performative and laboratory experi-
ences.  
                                                          
1 Pluto was discovered in 1930 by an American astronomer and was considered the 
smallest planet in the solar system. Its status as a planet was questioned by further studies, 
which classified Pluto as a 'dwarf planet' because of its size (deGrasse Tyson 2014). 
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Fig. 1 My Plutonic Constellation 
3.2 Eight pragmatic concepts 
1. Self-representation. Since 1930, Sigfrid Kracauer reflected upon the topic of 
“self-representation of the masses subject to the process of mechanization, that is, 
the conditions of possibility for a democratic culture” (Kracauer 1995, pp. 75-86; 
see also Bratu Hansen 2012, p. 40). The digital revolution, the crisis of mass media, 
and the emerging of a new kind of individuality (multividual) can offer different 
challenges in the aesthetic perspective between self-representation and technology: 
“The question of ‘Who represents who?’ takes up Marx’s criticism of the division 
of labor. The current accelerated digital-industrial context has produced a different 
kind of ‘division’: a division between those who communicate and those who are 
communicated; between those who historically have had the power of narration and 
those who are in the lonely state of being narrated” (Canevacci 2013a, p. 32). This 
is precisely why that specific linguistic knot exists, binding ‘those who represent’ 
to ‘those who are represented’, according to a communicational division of labor. It 
is a division that should be addressed in experimental methods and the pragmatics 
of researches. A visual hierarchy of the dominant logic has separated those who 
have the power to represent the Other from those who should continue to be repre-
sented as part of an eternal human panorama.  
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The use of digital technology facilitates a decentralized network disruption not 
comparable to the one produced with analogic technology. Digital technology is 
easier to use and more affordable; it accelerates communication and decentralizes 
ideation, production, editing, and consumption processes. This communicational 
division of labor permeates the emerging contradiction between the Western digital 
technology and the glocal use of this same technology as instantiated into locally 
and contextually grounded autonomous worldviews.  
The ubiquitous ethnographer does not focus anymore on how “we” represent 
the “other” in a hierarchical and dichotomic pattern. Hence, the traditional approach 
as the only legitimate framework for representing the Other is obsolescent. There is 
no unified we or other: there is a different kind of subjectivity creating a wandering 
Lab through de-centered performances.  
 
2. Exact Imagination. The exact imagination was a philosophical as well as socio-
logical and aesthetic concept that the young Adorno elaborated in the process of 
making theoretical and empirical research (Adorno 1970; Jenemann 2007). In his 
work, exact imagination marks the conjunction of rational knowledge, emotional 
experience and aesthetic form. In my work, I am trying to extend this dissonant 
concept towards a wandering Lab that connects critical theory and digital cultures. 
In such a wandering methodology, it is possible to outline the anthropological de-
sign and performative approaches through a moving constellation elaborated by an 
exact imagination. The problem is how to re-enact the classical critical theory in the 
changing context of digital cultures: and how Adorno’s project on the resistance of 
the individual facing the collective homologation can be transformed into the mul-
tividual affirmation of a connective configuration.  
 
3. Physiognomic Design. Physiognomy is another empirical concept that we have 
to apply in-between teaching and researching. The physiognomic design is a visual 
configuration that absorbs the psycho-cultural “character” of any object in relation 
to a customer or user. A techno-digital product has the physiognomy of a connective 
person that unifies public and private life. An iPhone has a personality, and this 
personality has a specific physiognomy based on the extension of classical fetish-
ism. The iPhone is a living subject. In the immanence of its (his) figure or form, the 
customer co-creates the aesthetic power of a new kind of communicational subject 
with a personalized “objective” physiognomy. The physiognomic fetishism unifies 
subject and object through a proteiform de-individualized individuality. In my exact 
imagination, the physiognomic composition of the wandering Lab must present a 
different kind of fetishist physiognomy that liberates any reification that character-
ized the regressive pattern of the homologated industrial society. The exact imagi-
nation has a meta-fetishist physiognomy. The same so-called “objects” of research 
manifest a personality full of individualities. The exact imagination is a wandering 
constellation of ubiquitous physiognomies and homeless images. 
 
4. Communicational Metropolis. Communicational metropolis is quite different 
from the industrial city or the modernist metropolis, principally for its relations with 
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the expansion of de-centred communication, digital culture and performative con-
sumer styles. These mutations produce a deeper connection between economic 
value and cultural values, such as lifestyles, worldviews, beliefs and mythologies. 
The communicational metropolis offers an auroral panorama potentially beyond 
metaphysical dualisms, industrialist paradigms, sociological dialectics. There is no 
sociologically defined centre, but a differentiated cultural polycentrism. Consump-
tion, communication and culture are disseminated in the material/immaterial urban 
territory, with an increasing importance regarding the post-industrial production of 
design (Koolhaas 2001). This ubiquitous polycentrism develops performative per-
sonalities beyond the massified audience of the industrial age. These pluralised and 
fragmented subjects desire to perform – and design - consumption, communication, 
and lifestyle. From an ethnographic perspective applied to the contemporary me-
tropolis, performance is located at the intersection between self-representation, pub-
lic art, digital culture, trans-urban subject and aesthetic changes. The composition 
manifests the "object" increasingly transfigured as a “subject”: something or some-
body in between subjectivity and the objectivity. The subject expands him/herself 
into the object as the material into the immaterial or the fetishisms into the morph-
ing. 
 
5. Multividual Heteronomy. The concept of nomos seems questionable; it defines 
a law or rule to be followed to justify the repetition of given moral conditions and 
to resist to any cultural or artistic mutations. I want here to present the perspective 
of individual heteronomy beyond the classical dimension of autonomy. Heteronomy 
can become a vision that alters the nomos, transforming it - from an established rule 
of inscrutable laws or canon - into flexible, sensible modules involving the other-
ness that is normally excluded or repressed for the autonomous subject. Becoming 
heteronomous: this is the transitive performative citizenship that is challenging the 
nation-state form - and also the traditional educational framework. The polyphonic 
composition of heteronomies may favour this fluctuant archipelago of eus (Pessoa 
1980). An ethnographic perspective may get used to the thought that the plural of I 
is not always the collective we. It can also be eus in Portuguese (that would corre-
spond to the plural I’s in English). The plural eus (used in relation to a single person) 
means that there is not just one way of thinking, feeling, acting as an object-subject 
or a progressive work-of-art 
This montage of eus involves fragments of me, pieces of all my plural identities 
as internally growing. This inner multiplicity explains not only the traditional Other 
but also my inner Other, my other selves, my inner alterity: my-selves, my multivid-
ual eus.  It is worth noting that “individual” is a Latin translation of the Greek term 
for atomon, the indivisible; now the in- prefix may be replaced by multi- in order to 
express the multitude of eus inside the same subject. The multividual is divisible, 
plural and fluid. Ubiquitous. The same person may have a multiplicity of identities, 
various eus, thus 'multividualizing' her/his subjectivity.  
 
6. Digital Auratic Reproducibility. The concept Digital Auratic Reproducibility 
(DAR) is emerging along the process of my research about meta-morphic fetishisms 
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(Canevacci 2012). Performing arts, expanded design and digital communication are 
morphing the aura into reproducibility and vice versa. DAR is related to the mutant 
concept of ubiquity. It seems that the immanent sensoriality of ubiquity is dissemi-
nating the traditional opposition between space and time. The web is ubiquitous and 
ubiquity is going to portray multividual subjectivities in a simultaneous mixing of 
space-time relationships through social networks. Instead of a dialectic opposition 
between aura and reproducibility, the digital articulations mix these perspectives 
that, instead of dichotomic, have become syncretistic, polyphonic, and diasporic. 
This reproducible aura – an aporia for dialectical thinking – is the concrete per-
spective of a ubiquitous designer.  
 
7. Astonished Methodology. The epistemological transformations of ethnography 
explain the concept of astonished methodology. It is an innovative way to position 
your mindful body in a porous dimension to look for the unknown. It is a positional 
practice that aims at opening the self-researcher corporeality and prepare him/her 
for the encounter with the stranger: a stranger that, precisely because unknown, is 
desired. This encounter is essential in ethnography and design. The most important 
moment for any researcher is when he/she has the chance to encounter someone or 
something radically uncanny. If the Unheimlich2 had the characteristic to invert the 
stranger in familiar, the contemporary uncanny is a complex mixing and re-mixing 
of stranger and familiar. The researcher has to be prepared when – all of sudden or 
in an excess of serendipity - that meeting finally happens. He/she must be trained to 
face the unknown. Carpe codex: grasp the code when it is facing you as a still un-
known, stranger or odd image.  
 
8. Digital Syncretisms.  The concept of syncretism may be the keyword for focus-
ing on one of the most important anthropological challenges: how to mix different 
cultures, identities, styles and voices without eclecticisms or exoticisms. Syncre-
tisms are glocal polyphonic movements beyond (not against) the radical fundamen-
talisms or neo-racist statements toward the pure or authentic culture or religion (Ca-
nevacci 2013b). Polyphonic and dissonant syncretisms are offering a cosmos-
political perspective through an ethnographic glance. The actual meaning of syn-
cretism is autonomous from any religion: syncretism is a re-enacting concept as 
well as a disruption statement, beyond the traditional meaning of philosophical su-
perficiality or religious cut-up. A significant cosmopolitan public is attracted by a 
progressive trend toward syncretisms: an assemblage of cultural fragments selected 
from movies, artists, musicians, fashion designers, pieces of literature or essays. 
This vagrant ethnography through different textual montage is experienced every-
day by everyone and, at the same time, is connected to the vague research of beauty.  
Digital syncretisms are liberating the depth of surfaces, the abstraction of thought, 
and an endless ethnographic aesthetics in order to prepare the researcher for the 
encounter with the unknown and thus desired stranger. 
                                                          
2 I refer here to the concept of unheimlich as used by Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay 
Das Unheimliche (english translation: The Uncanny, in Freud 1953-74).  
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Partial conclusion. Wandering around my Plutonic Constellation, it is possible to 
look at these eight pragmatic concepts as an applied methodology to face the chal-
lenge towards different trans-disciplinary perspectives of ubiquitous ethnographic 
design. Self-representation - Exact Imagination - Physiognomic Design - Commu-
nicational Metropolis - Multividual Heteronomy - Digital Auratic Reproducibility - 
Astonished Methodology - Digital Syncretisms can be interpreted in terms of a mul-
tiple logics as well as of an emotional chain or - better - as a Moebius Ring, where 
each concept will be crossing and mixing with the others. Along this line, if we want 
to elaborate an experimental lab for anthropological fieldwork, it is crucial to re-
think the conventional identity of students and professors. Then, we have to perform 
the mutant relation between contemporary metropolis and digital communication, 
looking for hybrid styles, phantasmic codes, unresolved images, dissonant sound-
scape, uncanny artists, unknown interstices. At this point, we can present some pri-
mary iconic draft, whose physiognomy may be temporary and progressively deter-
mined through an emotional dialogical discussion.  
We have to remember the importance of communicating through an articulated 
communication: body-language, metaphors, the context and so on. This meta-com-
munication approach involves the deep methods we are trying to present. There will 
be no innovation without a meta-communication and self-consciousness, involving 
not only the subject but also the object present in the lab-scene. The astonishing 
meta-communication and multi-sited perspective is transforming the “normal” sen-
sorialities and identities: the dualistic dichotomy between subject and object is melt-
ing in the air of pixel. We have to cross and to mix the traditional logical as well as 
expressive dichotomy. The ethnographic design is a living object/subject. He/she 
has his or her complex personality, multiple identities, sensorial idiosyncrasies, log-
ical affinities, erotic syntony, and, above all, an astonishing physiognomy.  
3.3 Performing a wondering lab 
I will now present some performative experiences, carried out inside and outside my 
university, together with students, artists and “native” subjects, connecting research and 
teaching in different laboratory projects (Turner 1982; Goldberg 2006). 
Performing Rome 
When I was teaching in my University in Rome, I had to face some radical chal-
lenges. The relationship between my empirical research and my models of didactics 
was the first one. In 1993, I published a book based on urban anthropology where, 
more specifically, the metropolis of São Paulo (Brazil) was my fieldwork. The title 
of the book – The Polyphonic City - indicated a clear hypothesis: how to represent 
the dissonant polyphonic communication of such an exterminated city through a 
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symmetric polyphonic style of composition, which combined an essay with ethno-
poetic and visual forms. The same problem clearly emerged during my lessons: I 
had to perform my teaching style in a polyphonic manner. I could not use a mono-
logical didactic process for representing the polyphonies of the city and of the book. 
I had to use multiple codes of communication during the lessons: first of all a variety 
of visual codes (slides, movies, documentaries, advertising materials), then musical 
codes (classical, electronic or experimental music, but also music produced by var-
ious native cultures), and different styles of speech (discursive, passionate, political, 
personal, scientific, biographic). Above all, I had to ignite questions, any questions.  
The next step consisted in crossing the walls of our university. Usually, the les-
sons were kept inside the perimeter of the building, inside the classroom. I decided 
to cross the boundaries of our building and started taking my students outside to 
explore the surroundings of our university, located in the very centre of Rome. Later 
on, I organized another “expedition”, taking more than one hundred students to a 
more remote location: the Forte Prenestino, an alternative “Centro Sociale Auton-
omo”, a squatted community centre, which has been auto-directed by a group of 
young people since the end of 1980.  It is not easy to explain what the Forte 
Prenestino represented: an open laboratory of dress-codes, electronic music, expan-
sion of consciousness, rave parties, alternative networks, radical politics, body mod-
ifications and much more.  
The next step was to stage an art performance in this place, where I mixed my 
students with the people who were occupying and managing the Forte Prenestino 
(some of which were also students of mine). There, I performed a funeral ritual from 
the Bororo, a native Brazilian culture with which I was working at that time and 
whose famous songs (or choro) got mixed with electronic soundscapes.  
Opera Malinowski 
In the past 20 years, I wrote and directed five theatrical performances engaging my 
students and asking them to act and contribute on all the activities needed to stage 
the performances. Here, I want to recall the story of Opera Malinowski, a perfor-
mance focusing on the crisis of the “objective” anthropology, narrated through the 
opposition between the famous book The Argonauts of Western Pacific written by 
the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1922) and his secret Diary, which his 
widow published only 40 years after his death (1967). The book - a seminal mas-
terpiece in the field of anthropology - and the private diary showed two very differ-
ent sides of Malinowski: on the one hand, the detached and professional ethno-
graphic researcher, on the other, his private emotions, his racism and sexism.  
My students and I started working on the performance after a visit to the anthro-
pological museum in Rome that hosts a special collection of artefacts from the Tro-
briand Islands, where Malinowski conducted his ethnographic research.  I then 
wrote a first draft of Opera Malinowski and asked for the help of my students in 
finalizing it. A student who was a dancer offered help in directing the choreography. 
Another group of students composed a soundtrack for the Opera that mixed native 
songs and electronic industrial and urban soundscapes. Another group of students - 
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from the Arts Department - worked on the scenography that in its final version was 
not limited to the stage of the theatre, but started with decorations from the main 
entrance, continued across the main corridor and culminated into the scene. Another 
group of students decided to create an “ethnocentric” live museum in order to show 
the predatory origin of anthropology. After that, the selection of the actors was one 
of the most intense moments: the double Malinowski (the functionalist and rational 
one who wrote the seminal ethnographic report and the other one, emotional and 
“too human”, who wrote the Diary), Joseph Conrad (a character inspired from the 
author of the book Heart of Darkness, performed by myself), Malinowski’s inform-
ant, his Polish fiancé, the witchcraft, the Trobriand girls who sexually excited the 
ethnographer, a white dressed performer who was filming the scene and the audi-
ence. More or less, fifty students were involved in the Opera. The performance was 
staged for two days in 1998 in one of the most important theatres in Rome (Il Vas-
cello), and it was sold out.  
It was a successful experience, especially because it allowed connecting in a 
very practical and emotional way so many students to seminal scholarly research in 
anthropology. After that opera, none of my students could forget the ethnographic 
challenges related to the work of Malinowski and the possibility to face any dualism 
through a creative personal involvement.  
 
 
Fig. 2 Opera Malinowski at the Teatro Vascello in Rome, Italy (1998, picture by 
Massimo Canevacci). 
Performing Meruri 
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The fourth of September 2012 was a pivotal date for both one of my books and my 
personal approach to ethnography, and perhaps for me as a person as well. As soon 
as I told Kleber Meritororeu (my Bororo friend) that the Portuguese edition of my 
latest book (The Line of Dust, 2013) had finally been published, he wrote me and 
suggested launching the book in his aldeia (village) in Meruri (Brazil). This village 
is the same where Lévi-Strauss carried out his famous ethnographic research de-
scribed in Tristes Tropiques (1955). 
We immediately started organizing the event through emails and Skype conver-
sations, also with the help of Flavia Kremer, a former student of mine. Following 
her doctorate program in Meruri, she had been living in the house of Kleber’s 
mother, Dona Nuesa, while Kleber – as matrilocal culture would have it – lived in 
his wife’s house on the other side. Kleber, Flavia and I prepared the book launch 
(lançamento) together: Kleber joined me in the classroom along with the cacique 
(or chieftain)  
José Mario, where some Bororo adults and several students between the ages of 
10 and 15 were also present. 
Kleber began with a brief introduction before passing the floor over to the ca-
cique. José Mario started by saying: “The launch of A linha de po’ is a historical 
occasion. For the first time, an anthropologist who performed research on us is pre-
senting a book written about our own aldeia together with us, the Bororo”.  
Then Kleber introduced me as the Italian imana (brother) who had been living 
in Brazil for some time. I had readied the projector, and the first slide of my Pow-
erPoint presentation shone onto the screen. It was a particularly moving moment: 
there I was, presenting to the Bororo a research on their funeral, carried out in their 
own aldeia, accomplished with them and because of them; the book meant more to 
me than just something that would earn me their recognition. It was about closing 
one chapter and opening a new one.  
That particular moment connected research, dialogic and processual self-repre-
sentation, a sense of friendship and rectitude, thus affirming a fundamental princi-
ple: the political-cultural autonomy of the Bororo. All this happened not at some 
universities, but in their own aldeia, side-by-side with the Bororo people. I had tried 
to present their funeral clearly and sensibly, without hiding my astonishment, but I 
confess that I would have never dreamt of such a result.  
I flicked through the slides and from time to time Kleber added helpful com-
mentary. The book discussion continued, imbued with saudade, a sort of nostalgia 
for the future. 
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Fig. 3. Skull covered in blood: a snapshot from the Bororo funeral (2007, picture 
by Massimo Canevacci). 
Digital Aldeia 
In another occasion, I visited the Xavante3 aldeias of Sangradouro to organize a 
meeting with Kleber, Domingos Mahoro’e’o (a Xavante leader) and the movie di-
rector Divino Tserewahú. I had a simple proposal for the meeting: using digital 
communication to encourage self-representation activities between the two different 
cultures (Bororo and Xavante), trying to overcome their reciprocal prejudices. Do-
mingos gave a long speech, at the end of which he made a proposal: “Let’s call the 
project Digital Aldeia.” All of us immediately agreed. The title perfectly summed 
up the meaning of the project. In September 2012, the Digital Aldeia blog and the 
Facebook page went live4 and the current 400 Facebook fans include both Xavante 
and Bororo members. Fans and users can have conversations with important “na-
tive” leaders, as Marcos Terena, Kamataxi Tsicão, Izomar Guaranì-Kaiowa Lac-
erda, Xingu Vivo, Ysani Aweti Kalapalo and Natal Anhahö'a Dutsã, among others.  
The information section of the Facebook page states the following: 
“This is the community page for the Digital Aldeia project. We use 
                                                          
3 Another native Brazilian culture, mostly located in the eastern Mato Grosso state. 
4 https://www.facebook.com/groups/319646411421276/ visited 25 May 2015. 
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Internet as a tool for spreading the indigenous culture, fighting for the 
rights of indigenous peoples, exchanging information and news and 
using technology in the schools of the aldeias”.  
Performing Avatar 
At the end of 1990, I decided to publish an experimental journal – Avatar – mixing 
anthropology, visual arts, design and poetry. We edited and published six volumes, 
each one dedicated to an important artist, such as Orlan or Marcel.li Antunes Rocha. 
The editorial board, the writers and I organized an art performance for every vol-
ume. The aim was to connect experimental ethnography, digital cultures and visual 
artists, elaborating an experimental way of presenting ethnographic content. For the 
first volume of the magazine, Orlan came from Paris to take part into an experi-
mental performance co-created by the artist and the Avatar team.  This and other 
performances were the occasions for a polyphonic composition that mixed scholarly 
ethnographic research with an expanded design- and art-based perspective.  
 
 
Fig. 4 Some covers of Avatar 
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4. Ubiquitous ethnographies-in-practice and design  
(by Luca Simeone) 
4.1 Introduction 
I collaborated with Massimo Canevacci on some of the projects described above. 
Although, in the last few years, I moved towards design practice and research, I kept 
performing a wandering ethnography, where design labs have been instantiated in 
several locations and have created dialogic processes with multiple stakeholders.  
In this paragraph, I present two additional pragmatic concepts and some remarks 
upon some of my experiences with design labs. 
Ethnography – and anthropological fieldwork - is here considered as an ap-
proach that complemented my research and teaching activities in interaction design 
and design management. In this sense, my reflections also want to offer a contribu-
tion to those studies that investigate practices and processes for education in the 
area of design (for a recent review, see Lugmayr et al. 2014). 
4.2 Two additional pragmatic concepts 
9. Multi-sited. The notion of multi-sited ethnography has been presented in 1995 
(Marcus 1995) and further developed (Marcus 1998), also through two edited books 
(Falzon 2009; Coleman and von Hellermann 2011). Multi-sited ethnography argues 
in favor of an approach that traces cultural formations and their circulation across 
different contexts. Blomberg and Karasti claim that the notion of multi-sited eth-
nography offers an interesting approach in the design field, as nowadays “the field 
site has become a multifaceted and intricate constellation of people, technologies, 
activities, entities, and relations; and the boundaries of the field site are less clear, 
even unbounded, involving extended spatial and temporal scope” (Blomberg and 
Karasti 2013, p. 16). Following the threads of design activities as cultural processes 
implies to move towards multi-sited ethnography. 
In both the projects I present in the following paragraphs, ideas, sketches, and 
various design artefacts bounced back and forth across teams distributed across mul-
tiple locations - carrying out geographic and cultural journeys. Multi-sited research 
- since it is “designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions 
of locations” (Marcus 1995, p. 105) - seems to be a useful conceptual tool to inves-
tigate this kind of design activities.  
 
10. Protocols. In 2011, Joi Ito has been appointed new director of the MIT Media 
Lab, a research environment at the intersection of several disciplines that pioneered 
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innovative technologies ranging from educational toys (LEGO Mindstorms), to vid-
eogames (Guitar Hero), up to 3D digital holographic printing, the MPEG-4 code, 
the e-ink used by several readers such as the Amazon Kindle, and many others.  
Joi Ito has an extensive experience in igniting, supporting and managing open 
and online communities, as he was an early investor in Twitter, Six Apart, Wikia, 
Flickr, Last.fm, Kickstarter, Pinwheel and other Internet companies and as he sits 
on the board of Creative Commons, Mozilla Foundation and The Knight Founda-
tion.  
In line with his professional trajectory, Joi Ito sees the Media Lab as a “move-
ment” more than an institution within academia and thus tries to apply organiza-
tional principles based on his experience in creating and supporting communities 
and social movements.  
Joi Ito uses the term “antidisciplinarity” to describe the environment of the Me-
dia Lab. As stated in the Media Lab official website: “Actively promoting a unique, 
antidisciplinary culture, the MIT Media Lab goes beyond known boundaries and 
disciplines, encouraging the most unconventional mixing and matching of seem-
ingly disparate research areas”5. 
The anti-disciplinarity stance is also very clear when Joi Ito specifies that he 
would like to identify the organizational recipes of the Media Lab and try to export 
them and instantiate them in other non-academic contexts:  "We want to take the 
DNA [of the lab], the secret sauce, and drop it into communities, into companies, 
into governments […] It's my mission, our mission, to spread that DNA. You can't 
actually tell people to think for themselves, or be creative. You have to work with 
them and have them learn it themselves" (Rowan 2012). 
To reach this goal, Joi Ito believes that it is necessary to turn the lab into a plat-
form rather than just a physical place:  
Nicholas [Negroponte, founder and previous director of the Media Lab] comes from a 
slightly top-down, design-led background. I come from a very unorthodox community-
building place - Creative Commons, Mozilla, Witness, Global Voices - which are all 
about creating movements. To me there's a science to community building. If you extend 
the Media Lab as a network, and bring in different types of partners and nonprofits, and 
create more diversity, the lab itself could become a mission, a movement. People think of 
the lab as a lot of smart people in a really cool-looking building making really cool 
gadgets. But I want it to have a much stronger normative political message - a lot of the 
kids at the Media Lab today don't want to make more money, don't want to become 
immortal, they just want to figure out how to fix this unhealthy system we have. There are 
lots of kids who are not happy with this massive consumerism, this unsustainable growth, 
but who have really smart science and technology values. That's a type of person we can 
draw into what I think will become a movement (Rowan 2012). 
The Media Lab is therefore seen as a community, a movement inspired by grounded, 
localized connective actions. Movements – such for example the open-source pro-
jects cited by Ito – play an important role as more flexible organizational domains 
that mobilize groups of people not formally structured within the traditional bound-
ary of a firm, an institution or an organization (O’Mahony and Bechky 2008). 
                                                          
5 https://www.media.mit.edu/about accessed 3 June 2015. 
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Movements generally get shaped with the aim of contesting and confronting vested 
interests and supporting underprivileged or underrepresented parties.  
From an organizational standpoint, movements or platforms present an interest-
ing challenge, as they tend to rely on the interplay between some spontaneous, emer-
gent behaviour of the members and the need for some organizing elements to create 
a coordinate action. In horizontal organizational structures - with a low level of for-
malized hierarchical control - individual members can act in an uncoordinated and 
sometimes even conflicting way. How can these dynamics be somehow driven or 
at least partially controlled? 
Karl Palmås and Otto von Busch (2011) approached this topic from a slightly 
different perspective. Following a theoretical framework that connects authors such 
as DeLanda, Deleuze, Guattari and Kauffman, Palmås and von Busch argue for self-
organization models driven by economies of agglomeration. These kinds of organ-
izations (meshworks) are structured through local and emergent dynamics. Coordi-
nation processes are generally decentralized. A key element in their paper is that 
“the meshwork is not understood as a network-like structure, but rather as a recipe 
for assembling a structure. In the words of organisation theory, it is a type of organ-
isation defined by a mode of organising” (Palmås and von Busch 2011, p. 41). 
Within this processual framework and citing the work of Galloway, Palmås and von 
Busch argue that the notion of protocol can be considered as a the central brick or 
local-level interaction process that ties together meshworked structures: “The pro-
tocol is not the hardware itself but the interface between adjacent parts, allowing 
other forms of information, matter-energy, or goods to flow through” (Palmås and 
von Busch 2011, p. 41). They, therefore, continue directly citing Galloway: “Proto-
cols are systems of material organisation; they structure relationships of bits and 
atoms, and how they flow through the distributed networks in which they are em-
bedded” (Galloway 2006, p. 319). 
In the next paragraph, I will show how these two pragmatic concepts (multi-
sitedness and protocols) shaped some of my educational and research experiences. 
4.3 Performing lab activities as design dialogues  
Design Management Lab for sustainability in EU-funded project  
TESS is a three-year research project funded by the European Commission to study 
the potential for community-led initiatives to help deliver a low carbon, sustainable 
future. More specifically, TESS is interested in how existing innovative and grass-
roots green initiatives (e.g., projects working in the areas: renewable energy, car 
sharing, community farming, recycling, building cycling tracks, compensation of 
CO2 emissions…) can be evaluated and supported in order for them to scale up and 
have a wider societal impact. A web-based, interactive platform to connect the 
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project stakeholders (research centres that are part of the consortium, other research 
centres, industry, government, NGOs) is an important component of TESS.  
In order to engage these stakeholders as from an early stage of the project, as a 
member of the design team, I suggested to set up a process where the characteristics 
of this interactive platform were shared - and co-designed - together with all the 
project stakeholders that would have been the final users. Instead of a traditional 
top-down design process, where the specifications and the requirements of the plat-
form are defined by designers, in this case I decided to apply a collaborative per-
spective and to invite a large number of stakeholders to design the interactive plat-
form in a collaborative way. As a professional designer in charge of the interactive 
platform, my role in this process was, therefore, more to facilitate the work and the 
collaboration with these stakeholders than to design the platform myself. 
In particular, I set up a lab - named ‘Design Management Lab’ - and organized 
a series of collaborative workshops where theoretical approaches and techniques 
from both user-centred design and design management have been applied to build 
an early-stage prototype of the interactive platform. Activists, students, policy mak-
ers participated to these workshops and had the chance to apply techniques such as 
rapid prototyping or wireframing to design their version of the interactive platform.  
This was a special kind of lab - not specifically tied to a single location - but 
organized around nomadic workshops that saw the participation of a distributed net-
work of stakeholders and crossed the geographic boundaries of at least 18 different 
countries, from Chile, Colombia, Canada, Korea to several EU countries. The pro-
totypes created in one workshop were then presented and discussed in other work-
shops somewhere else, thus creating not only a multi-sited design process, but also 
a multi-sited conversational processes. 
In organizational terms, the Design Management Lab was constituted by a series 
of instruments (or approaches) that could be replicated and instantiated in different 
locations.  
The work of Binder et al. (2011) provided a good source of inspiration. They 
describe their own experience with a design lab defined in terms of a set of “instru-
ments” applied in a series of co-design events held in several locations. Binder et 
al. do not consider pre-set physical premises as the key characteristic of their lab: 
On a practical level the design laboratory that we negotiated with the partners became a 
mix of different activities kept together by a series of design workshops. […] 
The design:lab we brought with us provided a collection of relatively stable “instruments” 
that could be adapted to whatever particular issues the collaboration urged us to explore. 
[…] The unity of time and place in collaborative encounters is often useful but not in any 
way mandatory to have a working laboratory. What defines the laboratory seemed more to 
be a particular mode of engagement embedded in the particular toolbox of “instruments” 
that was put into play: the design games and the crossing over from ethnographic accounts 
to the enactment of future practices (Binder et al. 2011, 22–24) 
In the case of the Design Management Lab, its instruments, its approach based on 
co-design, experimental prototyping and multi-sited conversations defined its lab 
dimension more than its physical environment. These multi-sited conversations 
were a key element of the process in terms of anthropological research and – as 
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some of my students were also involved in the process – there was a teaching di-
mension as well. 
These instruments and how they were used at multiple locations tied together a 
wide variety of activities, stakeholders and geographical sites. These instruments 
represented the protocols that allowed the lab to replicate itself and spread across 
multi-sited articulations.  
LEGO-based workshops to investigate innovation spaces 
Across 2013 and 2014, as a fellow of metaLAB (at) Harvard, I participated to the 
Digital Problem-Solving Initiative (DPSI)6, a collaborative endeavour that brings 
together students, faculty, fellows, and staff and enables participants to work in 
teams on a set of use cases. One of these use cases for that academic year was aimed 
at ‘Cataloguing, Designing, Evaluating, and Developing Shared Practices Around 
Innovation Labs’. A group of about ten people (students and faculty members with 
different disciplinary orientation) regularly met through the entire academic year in 
order to collaboratively explore practices related to innovation labs (accelerators, 
incubators, co-working spaces, maker spaces, etc.). The objective was to identify 
some characteristics that render these spaces successful in fostering and sustaining 
collaborative dynamics and, potentially, to create a pop-up, temporary innovation 
space at Harvard.  
Again, I decided to use some co-design techniques to gather several stakeholders 
(representing different perspectives) and invite them to collaboratively identify the 
key characteristics of an innovation space and sketch some preliminary ideas on 
how to implement a pop-up innovation space at Harvard. Following an anthropo-
logical trajectory, my intention was to multiply the points of view on the project and 
foster multi-sited dialogue.  
I made use of Lego bricks – and more specifically the Lego Architecture Studio7 
– as a way of staging encounters where the tangible and material dimensions of 
playing had an important role. Several authors already explored the use of Lego as 
a way to ignite, facilitate and sustain creative and collaborative processes (Habraken 
and Gross 1987; Brandt 2006; Gauntlett 2011; Eriksen 2012). 
In my co-design workshops, the participants were sitting at a table (or on the 
floor) where thousands of white pieces of Lego were scattered around. The goal of 
each session was to use the Lego to identify key characteristics of innovation spaces, 
either by materially representing them (e.g., by constructing a room containing pro-
totyping tools) or by creating metaphorical artefacts (e.g., creating Lego structures 
that represented concepts like ‘openness’ or ‘playfulness’). Each participant could 
decide to contribute either by building a collaborative piece together with the other 
participants or by working on her own Lego structure.  
                                                          
6 http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/research/dpsi accessed 10 October 2013. 
7 http://architecture.lego.com/en-us/architecture-studio/architectural-studio-product-info/ 
accessed 16 October 2013. 
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The rules of the Lego co-design activity were quite simple. Each participant took 
turns in assembling some Lego pieces and presenting her construction to the others. 
The participants could choose between adding their pieces to the Lego constructions 
already built and presented by the previous participants or branch out and work on 
their own construction.  
These simple rules staged a continuous dialogue, where the materiality and the 
playfulness of the Lego had a role in creating an environment where the participants 
felt open to interact and build upon each other’s ideas.  
The images below represent some moments during the co-design workshops. 
  
Fig. 5 and fig. 6 Lego-based co-design workshops (2014, pictures by Luca Sime-
one) 
Again, the idea was to create a format of workshops that were not tied to a single 
location and had a multi-sited articulation. In this case, the Lego itself and the rules 
that were applied during the play represented the protocol. 
Both the projects here presented – the Design Management Lab and the Lego-
based co-design workshops – can be labelled as design dialogues, since various de-
sign techniques and artefacts have been used in order to foster conversation among 
multiple stakeholders. 
5. Conclusions  
In the previous paragraphs, we presented a theoretical assemblage composed of dif-
ferent perspectival constructs from the two authors. As such, this essay is a montage 
of sequential snapshots taken from the vantage points of two scholars interested in 
an experimental dimension of anthropology. The ten pragmatic concepts and the 
related experiences presented in the chapter highlight some moments in the pro-
cesses and practice of setting up labs where this experimental dimension of anthro-
pological research and teaching has been performed. 
Purposely, in our exposition we decided to maintain a loosely tied structure and 
not to follow a typical academic format. This chapter is, therefore, a juxtaposition 
of concepts and experiences - sometimes stitched together in a way that is not firmly 
definable or unequivocally comprehensible. In this sense, this essay works as an 
interstitial meander that - in an experiential and performative manner - aims at 
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representing the wandering of the two authors and their continual exposition to the 
uncertainties (and the beauty) of ethnography. 
An important aspect of this performative dimension is the attempt to go beyond 
the dichotomy between who represents and who is only represented. In our labs, a 
transitive creativity mixes students and professors and looks at the relations between 
post-Euclidean geometries and expanded design. This logical and emotional shift is 
also based on the work of artists, designers or architects, like for example Zaha 
Hadid, who are changing the aesthetical sensitivity of an applied ethnography:  “The 
whole notion of fragmentation implied that the rules given to architects and archi-
tectural students were no longer valid” (Hadid 1991, p. 47).  
Ubiquitous multividual is a designer beyond any dualism of space and time, 
male and female, material and immaterial, nature and culture, labor and work. The 
familiar and the stranger are mixed up since in the ubiquitous multividual observer 
and observed are mixed up. The laboratorial equality between students and profes-
sors is not based on identity, but just on their differences: the equality of the differ-
ences is an epistemological and practical goal for a mutant university and research. 
The ubiquitous multividual subject of this wandering constellation is a spect-
actor, a mix of spectator and actor. And the object of art or design (such as the ones 
we used in our research/teaching activities) is simultaneously a transitive connec-
tion between body as a living being and corpse as a dead one: a body-corpse. The 
dualistic dichotomy between object and subject, performed by industrial design, is 
over: dualities such as body and corpse, natural and cultural, familiar and stranger 
can be overcome through these multi-sited ethnographic experiences applied to a 
living ubiquitous Lab (Faubion and Marcus 2009). 
The Plutonic Constellation presented in this essay elaborates an astonished eth-
nography to connect different perspectives and values, involving both the teacher 
and the student through self-representational labs. Self-representation connects 
ubiquitous multividuals and apply the concept of cosmopolitan composition. As 
Benjamin suggested (1955, 1982), ethnography must criticize traditional anthropo-
centrism and liberate any commodity, thing or object from the historical destiny of 
being useful. 
6. Final remarks for an anthropological lab that practices 
ubiquitous ethnography  
The theoretical stance of this chapter does not allow producing immediate practical 
conclusions, if not in forms of notions and ideas to be subsequently operationalized. 
We, therefore, present here some suggestions distilled from our experience in set-
ting up and running labs where anthropology and ethnography are performed and 
taught in an experimental way: 
• Self-representation as a way to challenge existing legitimate frameworks for rep-
resenting the Other and as a way to represent different kind of subjectivity cre-
ating a wandering Lab through de-centered performances.  
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• Exact Imagination marks the conjunction of rational knowledge, emotional ex-
perience and aesthetic form, connecting critical theory and digital cultures. 
• Physiognomic design as an empirical concept that liberates any reification that 
characterized the regressive pattern of the homologated industrial society. 
• Communicational metropolis as a viewpoint that offers an auroral panorama po-
tentially beyond metaphysical dualisms, industrialist paradigms, sociological di-
alectics. 
• Multividual Heteronomy can become a vision that alters the nomos, transforming 
it - from an established rule of inscrutable laws or canon - into flexible, sensible 
modules involving the otherness. 
• Digital Auratic Reproducibility as a way to go beyond the dialectic opposition 
between aura and reproducibility and think in terms of digital articulations that 
mix these perspectives. 
• Astonished methodologies as a way to position your mindful body to look for 
the unknown. 
• Digital Syncretisms as a way to focus on one of the most important current an-
thropological challenges: how to mix different cultures, identities, styles and 
voices without eclecticisms or exoticisms. 
• Multi-sitedness as an approach to trace cultural formations and their circulation 
across different contexts. 
• Protocols as a way to structure and sustain local-level interactions that tie to-
gether distributed organizational processes and, in our specific case, lab activi-
ties. 
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